cxxviii	ECONOMIC HISTORY
of the products. Parliament pronounced the maxim in
1702 which was to mould its policy throughout the century
—" Trade ought to be free and not restrained ". Fifty years
later a parliamentary committee was appointed to inquire
into ' the laws relating to trade and manufactures'. Its
report, which constitutes a landmark in the progress of
economic thought, showed how drastic was the alteration of
sentiment towards the enactments of a by-gone age, " per-
haps well calculated for the times in which they were made,
yet now become prejudicial to Trade in its present state ".
In the traditional spirit of English institutional development
piecemeal legislation, combined with the process of natural
decay, sapped the foundations of the old order. Once the
State abdicated its authority the relations of capital and
labour entered on a fresh stage and ceased to be subject to
the rule of law. Instead of the general conditions of employ-
ment being controlled by a superior power, they were deter-
mined according to the respective strength of the opposing
sides.
w	We may consider, first, the position as it affected wages.
The reign of Charles II. has been regarded as ' the posterior
limit' of the system of wage regulation : actually it survived
the transformation of the political scene as numerous assess-
ments abundantly testify. Yet in the main it was kept alive
not by official pressure but by its own inherent vitality born
of custom and usage. In one form or another the institution
went back three hundred years, and so we should not expect
a sudden cessation but rather a gradual lapse—with the
result that in the eighteenth century there was local and
intermittent action on the part of the magistrates, but wage
assessment was not in national operation as a regular func-
tion of the economic organism though it did not die out
Unem- completely. In the case of unemployment the effect pro-
pioyment. duced by the new outlook on industrial problems was more
immediate. The Civil War brought to an end the practice
by which employers were required by the State to keep their
men at work in times of depression. Their right to expand
or contract their business freely in response to the market
for their goods was no longer questioned. The attempt to

